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Abstract 

According to the Stern Review (2007) there is a 50% risk of global temperatures rising by more than 5°C by the year 2100. As 
the Earth’s systems are under increasing unsustainable pressures, human security is clearly at stake. Cities are regarded to be 
increasingly important sites for climate responses, and something can still be solved if humankind acts quickly. It is proposed that 
city adaptation and mitigation strategies should draw on collective intelligence and an innovative holism multi-systemic approach 
to the encompassing problem of climate change by breaking it up into smaller, manageable problems and crowdsourcing a way 
out by means of online argumentation systems, computer simulations, and collective decision making tools. As ‘first responders’, 
cities with similar location or vulnerability characteristics should also be encouraged to transfer best practices between each 
other. Furthermore, this theoretical exposition argues that whilst adaptation and mitigation strategies are crucial, at the very crux 
of it, humankind needs a fundamental change of metaphors: from seeing the world as a machine to understanding it as a holistic 
network.  
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1. Introduction 

We are conceivably the first species on Earth that has ever been aware that it could render itself extinct by its 
own actions.1 The Earth’s land surface and climate have been altered fundamentally from the state they were in a 
few centuries ago. Scientists now know with significant confidence that these accelerated changes are attributable 
primarily to human activity, although there is still an incomplete physical understanding of many components of the 
climate system and their role in climate change.2 Indeed, the ‘Anthropocene’ is increasingly regarded as a new 
geological era in Earth’s history, one in which people take centre stage as the defining geological force.3 Christopher 
Lasch’s publication of The Culture of Narcissism represents a significant point for consideration of possible links 
between a society dominated by narcissistic discourses, and the apparent increasing appearance of narcissistically 
related issues in human behaviour, and consequent impact on the environment.4 Subsequently, it is plausible that 
this massive aggregation of threats to ecological systems arises out of errors in our habits of thought at deep and 
partially unconscious levels, which have consequently resulted in widespread damage on the planet.  

According to the Stern Review, commissioned by the British government in 2007, there is a 50% risk of global 
temperatures rising by more than 5°C by the year 2100.5 Given that Earth’s systems are under rapidly growing and 
unsustainable pressures, and that human systems are inextricably linked to their fate, human security is clearly at 
stake. If societies are to maintain or establish such security, and successfully pursue together the larger quest for 
global sustainability - significant social, political, technological, ecological and economic transformation is 
required.6 Cities are regarded to be increasingly important sites for climate responses, and it is proposed that the use 
of internet technologies, crowdsourcing platforms and collective intelligence can extensively facilitate such 
responses.7 Ultimately, choices made today about the types, features and location of long-lived infrastructure, for 
example, will determine the extent and impact of climate change, and the vulnerability or resilience of cities and 
communities in it.8  

2. Commodity fetishism and the chaos point 

Industrialism and global capitalism, in its inherent need for new markets, has infiltrated even the most isolated 
cultures and traditions, resulting in the massive ‘normalisation’, or the subjective internalisation, of narcissistic 
values.4,9 Our most basic needs have been distorted and colonised, becoming associated with various commodities, 
as means to create new desires and profits. These ideals have been abstracted from a social context that makes them 
attainable for most people, in other words, they have been depersonalised.10 We see the mass ‘addiction’ of society 
in what Carl Marx aptly identified as ‘commodity fetishism.’11 The relentless greed for profit and the psychological 
manipulation of human needs means convincing us that commodities and novelty is elevated above ecological 
preservation. 

Extending on these ideas, Ervin Lazio argues in The Chaos Point that we are at a critical juncture in history, and 
have a limited window to address the dangers we face.12 During this window of opportunity, or the chaos point as it 
is referred to, Lazio writes that we either evolve to create a more sustainable world - or the social, economic, 
technological and ecological system we have now will break down.12 Whilst the author acknowledges the 
seriousness of the situation, there is a positive message that something can be done if we act quickly. Drawing on 
complexity and chaos theory, he points out that humanity, like nature, is a dynamic system that is capable of 'abrupt 
change': that is, of ultra-rapid transformation. When such a system nears the point where the existing structures and 
feedbacks can no longer maintain the system's integrity, it becomes super-sensitive and responds even to a small 
impetus for change. Hence, 'butterfly effects' become possible, where the thinking, values, ethics and consciousness 
of a critical mass in society can cause rapid and fundamental change. 
 
3. Holism and collective intelligence – a proposed intervention 
 

No single discipline or scientific domain can understand, let alone address, the complex challenges involved in 
climate change and sustainability. The call for more integrated and innovative science is dictated by the complexity 
of the environmental and sustainability challenges that a city or society faces due to climate change. Despite the 
progress made by many academic groups and scientific institutions across the world, the task of bringing different 
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sciences together in integrated global change remains challenging. Clarity in needed in terms of what integration 
means in practice, finding effective ways of actualising it, and adjusting institutional practices to support it.13 
However, science’s emerging view of man, nature, and the universe is distinctly holistic, and captures the path-
breaking South African statesman and philosopher Jan Smuts. In his 1926 book entitled Holism and Evolution, 
Smuts wrote that ‘holism (from ὅλος = whole) is the term coined for this fundamental factor operative towards the 
creation of wholes in the universe… its character is both general and specific or concrete, and it satisfies our double 
requirement for a natural evolutionary starting point.’14 In this sense, holism, penned Smuts, is the establishment of 
a new Weltanschauung [worldview] within the general framework of science.14 It was Smuts expressed conviction 
that a time would come when a true holistic and integrative approach to science would emerge. He believed that the 
compartmentalisation of science into separate disciplines created both limitations to knowledge and understanding, 
and the ability to deal with some of the world's most intractable problems. More recently, Gregory Bateson created a 
paradigm of evolution that included mind.15 The Bateson evolution emerged from the ‘living’ universe, and 
following shortly, the ecosystemic epistemology emerged from the study of a sequence of the ‘living’ universe. 
Ecology, in the widest sense, according to Bateson, is the study of the interaction, or interrelation, and survival of 
ideas and programmes in circuits, as opposed to the isolated object of the Cartesian-Newtonian paradigm.16  

Computer science, through a possible future universal language and through computer communications may 
connect the entire world in one interlinked, interdependent network. May one not regard this to be the quintessential 
holistic natural science?17 The emergence of the Internet and associated information technology has created 
unprecedented opportunities for new kinds of interactions. As the well-known examples of Wikipedia and Linux 
illustrate, it is now possible to combine the work of thousands of knowledgeable and interested individuals in ways 
that were completely impossible a few years ago. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s (MIT) Climate 
CoLab innovatively draws on collective intelligence and an multi-systemic approach to the encompassing problem 
of climate change by breaking it up into smaller, manageable problems and crowdsourcing a way out by means of 
online argumentation systems, computer simulations, and collective decision making tools. Conceived in a paper 
submitted to MIT’s Innovations journal in 2007, the Climate CoLab was developed by scientists at the MIT Center 
for Collective Intelligence.18 Instead of subscribing to the idea that only expert scientists have the answers and the 
political influence to reverse or stabalise climate change, the Climate CoLab approaches the problem with an open 
source paradigm. The goal of the Climate CoLab is to harness the collective intelligence of thousands of people 
from all around the world to address global climate change. Inspired by systems like Wikipedia and Linux, the MIT 
Center for Collective Intelligence developed this crowdsourcing platform where people work with experts and each 
other to create, analyse, and select detailed proposals for what to do about climate change. Anyone can join the 
Climate CoLab community and participate. Community members are invited to submit and comment on proposals 
outlining ideas for what they think should be done about climate change. In some contests, members create 
proposals for specific kinds of actions such as generating electric power with fewer emissions or changing social 
attitudes about climate change, in 2016 a contest was launched with the theme ‘smart zero carbon cities challenge.’ 
In other contests, members combine ideas from many other proposals to create integrated climate action plans for a 
country, a group of countries, or the whole world. Experts evaluate the entries and pick finalists, and then both 
experts and community members select the most promising proposals. To keep proposals grounded in physical 
reality, members can work with tools on the platform and a specialised team of emission modelers to estimate the 
impact their proposals could have on greenhouse gas emissions.19 

As of July 2016, more than 500,000 people from all over the world had visited the Climate CoLab site, over 
75,000 have registered as members, and over 2,000 proposals have been submitted. In addition to members of the 
general public, the community includes over 200 experts on climate change and related topics who serve as 
Advisors, Judges, and Fellows. Membership has tripled each year, the White House Climate Data Initiative has 
recognised the project, and media outlets such as the BBC, NPR, PBS, Boston Globe, UK Guardian, Discovery, 
Weather Channel, and Popular Science have featured it. The 2015 activities included 15 contests on a range of 
topics from how to reduce emissions from electric power generation to how cities can adapt to changes brought on 
by climate change. Nearly 400 proposals were submitted, and winning proposals came from the United States, India, 
Ghana, Austria, Chile, Kenya, and other countries. Winning ideas have included (a) an inexpensive passive solar 
tracker that also generates clean water, (b) empowering young students in India to help their parents make smart 
energy choices, and (c) a policy mechanism to track, account for and reduce emissions caused at sea.19 
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